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The Hewer
By S. Dorman

Ave Slaughter was in the woods with his
nephew Jedidiah. They had come up the
Chippewa from Eau Clair in search o f white
pine. On their backs were enough supplies
and equipment for a month’s surveying, and
in Slaughter’s callused palm lay a compass
attached to a gold-filled chain. He got a fix
that agreed with his sun reading and slid the
instrument back into the pocket o f his canvas
pants. Southeast was the river—all the
transportation he needed to get his logs to the
mill a hundred miles down stream on the
Mississippi. West and north were the pines.
Where they stood now was as good a place
as any to make camp. Slaughter told his
mind to Jedidiah, and the grateful youth let
his pack and pole-axe drop to the ground.
But his work was beginning.
“Fall four saplings and lash’em for the
wigwam,” said Slaughter. “Then start on
camp. I’m going for hemlock bark.” By
evening they had a hemlock wigwam, beans
and saltpork simmering in the iron fry pan
over a bed o f hot coals, and coffee in the pot
sitting off to one side, boiling away.
“Tomorrow we’ll check die snares, Jed.
Get some fresh rabbit or squirrel to go with
the beans.”
The youth spooned pork and beans onto
the graniteware and handed it to Ave. He
spooned a plateful for himself then poured
out coffee for them both. Together they sat
back and supped. Presently, coffee in him
and the work of the day done, Jed was
buoyant.
He fed the fire a bit then sat down and
began picking his teeth with a splinter. “Tell
me a tale, Big Ave.”
Slaughter grunted, swished the grounds
around in the bottom o f his cup and tossed

them out. He looked up at the campfire’s
jumping lights and shadows cast high in the
silent trees. Then he cleared his throat and
began.
“It was ‘30 or ‘31, in the winter on the
Menominee River. A fur trader named
Farnsworth built a sawmill there.” He
stopped and chuckled, remembering the
times he’d used dynamite to move men.
“The Menominee didn’t want no sawmill
planted in the woods, having no use like we
do for lumbering. A delegation o f fifteen or
so came—very polite—and told him to leave
or be killed. Well, he rolled out a keg of
powder, opened it and stuck the butt end o f a
lighted candle smack into it. The Indians
shifted a bit where they sat.
“‘You are braves o f Menominee; I am a
brave. We’ll sit here and dare death
together.’ Then Farnsworth straddled the
keg, and they all watched the candle shrink,
the flame inching toward powder.
“An Indian stood and, stooping, went out
the door. Soon another followed, and
another. Finally there was but one
Menominee and Farnsworth, setting there to
meet death. Then the remaining brave rose
with dignity. Out he walked. Farnsworth wet
his thumb and finger and pressed out the
flame.
“Gained him a reputation.” Slaughter
winked. “But of course it was himself told
the story.”
The campfire sent waves of amber light
across Jed’s awed features. “Tell me
another!”
The middle-aged man filled up the
evening with stories. He told of the
Aroostook War in 1838 and ‘39 when Maine
toted brass cannons into the hills; when the
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mighty white pines o f the over northeast
were in dispute before Canada and Maine
knew their borders.
“All that for a tree?”
“Not just a tree, boy. White pine. He
soars head and shoulders above the others,
his base sometimes six—eight feet through.
Sit under one—you’ll hear him sing like a
choir.”
He stood, stretching and yawning.
“You’ll see what I mean tomorrow. Get to
bed. You got to keep wholesome.”
Jed gave his uncle’s back a puzzled look.
Then he shrugged. He stood and brushed off
his new canvas pants, bought for him in Eau
Claire for his new jo b with Uncle Ave: now
his only kin.
Morning was dim in the woods when they
woke. Breakfast was the same as the
previous night’s meal, quickly consumed.
Ave was in a hurry to locate the trees. They
headed north, climbing a long steady grade
above camp.
When they reached the crest the man
gave Jed a boost up a shell bark hickory.
“What do you see?” Slaughter yelled.
“Trees . . . ” The voice drifted down.
Patience intact, Ave hollered, “Do you
see the white pine?”
Silence.
Then, “I see’em, I see’em! Head and
shoulders above the others, like you said!”
Later, through the trees, Slaughter got a
glimpse o f the broad trunks. He heard the
wind walking in their numberless branches.
Approaching, he swallowed hard and
reached absently into his pocket for the
remainder o f a plug o f Climax. Slaughter
walked the deep needled duff among the
trunks, his mind rapidly calculating. Almost
a stand in size, it was the largest grove he
had ever seen.
“Jedidiah!” he called. “Were those other
clumps as big as this?” . . . His gaze searched
uneasily through the gloom. “Jedidiah!”
“I’m here, Big Ave,” came the small

voice.
The m an turned. Jed, considerably
dwarfed, sat beneath one lofty white pine.
His boyish head lolled against the hoary old
bole. High above, the moving boughs
intoned.
“You’re right, Big Ave. He does sing.”
At a boarding house on Lumber Street in Eau
Clair a sign neatly read: Rooms fo r
Gentlemen.
As they approached the supper table,
Slaughter warned Jed, “I’ll be going out
tonight You’ll be safe in bed—getting your
spelling and numbers.” He recruited two
choppers right at the boarding house table,
then the camp boss went to the saloons.
With a few friendly words, some loud
guffaws, and a hand to his drawstring pouch,
he entered Grand’s. He fingered the wad his
bosses at Winona had backed him with and
announced drinks for every logger in the
place, then he set up office at the oaken bar.
Ave Slaughter was hiring for Weyerhaeuser.
Toward morning, in a comer o f some
saloon, he came upon black-bearded “Tenfoot” Matisse. The son o f a Frenchman, the
teamster was named for his ability to toss
logs, boulders, even his own horse such
distances. He was rotund, unmovable. His
arms were like oak limbs, his thighs like
tamarack stumps. He sat at the table quietly
drinking.
“Matisse,” signaled Ave. “Mind if I pull
up a chair?”
The big man assented with a move o f his
stout hand. “What’re you drinking?”
But Slaughter said, “I’m buying tonight—
or rather Weyerhaeuser o f B eef Slough is
buying.”
Ten-foot relinquished a thick chuckle.
“Nothing like a lumber baron to get a town
o ff the skids in the fall.”
Slaughter agreed sociably. “How come
you’re still in the dough?”
Matisse ignored the question. “W hat’s
the main chance this year?”
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Slaughter told him about his find north o f
Eau Clair, west of the Chippewa. Solemnity
lit Ten-foot’s eyes. “I wondered when they’d
get around to i t I’ve seen those trees.”
Both men sat like statues, wondering.
Had they seen the living ancestry o f white
pine? Maybe every such pine had hailed
from there.
Slaughter broke the spell with a sigh.
“We’ll fall ‘em all.” He was remembering
the decimation of the white pine northern
forests in Maine after the hewer came
through. . . The stumps stretching to the
desolate horizon . . .
“Yeah, but think of the fight they’ll give
the hewers and cant-dogs. Those poor
boogers’ll have the devil getting the old
kings on those two-sleds.”
They talked on, Slaughter never quite
asking Matisse to join up. At last he pushed
away his glass and stood. “Good seeing you,
Ten-foot.” He nodded and turned away.
“Slaughter,” said Matisse, as the boss
was about to pass through the door. “I’ll be
there when you pull out.”
“Right,” the other replied.
Daybreak was stirring the breezes when
Slaughter entered the boarding house.
It was noon through chinks in the blind, and
there was a soft rapping at the bedroom door.
“Jedidiah, answer the door,” muttered
Ave Slaughter from bed. But the rapping
continued.
Tap tap tap.
Ave flung out an arm, groping for his
trousers.
Tap tap tap.
“Aw right!” he croaked, dragging his
pants up. He crossed the room, noting
Jedidiah’s absence and the smell of slops.
He flung open the door.
A puckered little old woman stood there,
wrapped in a shawl, leaning on a cane. Ave
stared down on her.
“I’ve come for the boy,” she said. Her
voice quavered slightly.

He gave her a puzzled frown.
“You know,” she prompted. It was softly
spoken.
A flush o f dread roared through him. He
stammered. “But you don’t look—I don’t
know what—what you mean.” His mind cast
wildly about for some stall. This can It be
her.
“You shouldn’t lie, man.”
“Don’t—don’t take him just yet—Fm sure
something more needs done before—that.”
There was a pause. The old woman
stood very still, leaning on that cane. Then
she said, “Yes, that’s true. Something more
could be done, so you’ll have your time. Just
remember, Jedidiah is mine.”
Trembling slightly, Ave closed the door.
He went and sat on the bed, looking down at
his work-hardened fingers, remembering the
barren wooden hospital room and someone
beloved lying in the iron bedstead.
When he got back to the woods, Jedidiah
looked up the beaver colony he’d discovered
during surveying. His uncle was pre
occupied with setting up camp for a hundred
men—and with some private worry or so it
seemed—so when his chores were done, Jed
spent hours in an old maple reading the
primer and watching the beavers prepare for
winter. The air was cool and full o f the smell
o f leaf mold.
The older beavers had dug a trench three
rods into the woods in order to reach the
smaller hardwoods they used in dam
building. From his perch Jed watched them
fall and limb cottonwood, birch and maple,
floating them down to the creek where other
beavers waited to steer the trunks toward a
dam. The younger beavers gathered food,
submerging tender stems beneath the surface
o f the pond not far from the lodge. From
time to time Jed chuckled softly at the comic
maneuvers of certain beavers. He was
getting to know them one by one.
Whenever a tree fell he noticed that the
beavers would waddle to the pond and dive
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in. Why did all the beavers hide when one
tree fell?
In time he found out. A tree fell and the
beavers dove for cover. Then a slinky red
weasel came picking its way through the
undergrowth. A smallish critter, but Jed
realized it was a danger to the kits. The
weasel nosed around the pond then wandered
away. Before long Jed spied sets of nostrils
and buck teeth breaking the surface o f the
water.
The chopping crews were out falling white
pine by the score.
Thoughts o f the woman—and Jed—
bothered Slaughter as he walked under the
tall trees to watch the crews’ progress. He
would try his pole-axe a time or two, to rid
himself o f trouble.
He came upon the first crew: the hewer
or head chopper, second chopper, and
swamper. They looked like toy loggers in
the light-speckled shadows beneath the
towering pines. The hewer “heyed” the boss
and kept on working, his strokes echoing in
the woods.
“See that, boss?” The swamper indicated
a heavy crooked branch lying not far from
the hewer.
“Widow-maker,” grunted Ave.
“Spiteful, this one is,” said the swamper.
“Threw it down with no warning, no sound.”
“Yeah, she won’t give up—if that’s being
spiteful.” The hewer spared these words as a
volley o f sweat flew off his back while his
bit sank deep into the cut
Slaughter gazed up the straight firm
trunk in admiration. The hewer and second
chopper were almost half-way through on
either side, but the great pine was unmoving,
powerfully scenting the woods with pine
resin.
“Get the killig,” Slaughter said to the
swamper without glancing away.
The chopping was nearly finished.
Slaughter angled the pole into the undercut
and began shoving with all his muscle. Axe

strokes still flying, the tree began to stir.
Groaning. Like a mountain, it turned slowly
“Damnation!” yelled the hewer. “She’s
going wrong!”
For an instant they stared dumbly as the
mighty white, still standing, shifted down off
its pinnacle. The loggers threw down their
axes and ran.
Whooshing and cracking it fell. But
silence came too soon.
Looking back through the dim forest,
they saw the ground empty below. In the
green light just opened, pine needles sifted
down. They hurried back, gazing upwards,
and saw the tree cradled in the crossed trunks
of two other white pines.
“She’s laughing, I’ll swear,” said the
hewer and let fly a string o f tobacco juice.
In the evening, Ave stood nigh the woods not
far from the shanty he shared with his
nephew. Jed was long asleep. In the bunk
shanty next door, rowdy thumps, yells, and
singing accompanied the vigorous
outpouring of an old squeeze box.
Yet Ave could still sense the forest quiet.
Crickets, not yet done in by frost, trilled
away in the underwood. He sighed deeply,
looking around, and presently took a swig o f
something from his old tin cup.
A pale form was suddenly visible in the
distance among the trees. Walking down the
path, he recognized the wizened woman
who’d stood outside his door at the boarding
house in Eau Clair.
Fear leaped up broad in him.
“Mr. Slaughter, I’ve come for Jedidiah.”
His glance was evasive. “Talk a
minute?” She consented and they turned
deeper into the woods. He emptied his cup
on the ground as they walked. She leaned
heavily on her cane.
A stifled cry tore up from his gut. “I
need more time—like we agreed.
Everything’s got to be right before you take
him. Then it’ll be fittin’—w on’t it?” He
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grimaced.
The old woman made a sound like a
vague breeze sighing through a pinetop. She
murmured. “One day they’ll stop all this
worry.
“You’ll have your time.”
He left her there and, relieved, walked
back toward camp, fearing to glance back.
But passing a tree, he heard a hiss.
“Dynamite-head,” said a mocking voice.
Ave turned and shied from the sight.
A decaying corpse sat crosslegged in
moon-shadows. Teeming with maggots, its
dark rotten flesh scarcely covered its
startling white bones.
“I’ve come for Jedidiah,” it mimicked.
White anger surged through the logger.
He lifted his leg and emitting a terrible
scream rammed his heavy spiked boot into
its putrid face. It collapsed and vanished.
But the stench lingered.
Ave stomped blindly into camp.
Ten-foot stood outside the bunk shanty
on his way to the bam for a visit with his
horses before turning in at the teamsters’
camp. He saw the boss returning and hailed
him.
“Been fightin’?”
Fresh heat poured through Slaughter. He
bowed his head and strode past, muttering,
“Just phantoms, is all.”
When the chopping crews settled in for the
evening beside the hot box stove with a deck
o f cards at hand, the night sprinklers got into
their mackinaws and boots to go out on the
coldest job. Jedidiah, watching, decided to
go too. He wanted to see what they were up
to in the deep-hold o f the winter night. The
men were leaving: there was no time to ask
Uncle Ave.
Out through fallen snow they crunched,
leaving camp behind. It was good seeing
weather, crusty and very cold. After half a
mile they came out o f the woods. The river
valley below was a frosty bowl of treecovered hills curving away southeastward.

Down tramped the dark shapes o f the three
night sprinklers, pickaxes on their broad
shoulders, passing the jug back and forth
between them. Jed followed a dozen paces
behind, the cold north witch biting his
cheeks and nose. They passed once more
through a tier of woods, ambling
downwards. Coming to the clearing, Jed
was glad to see immense Matisse waiting
with his great four-horse team o f Belgian
blacks. The breath o f their nostrils spurted
into the subarctic air and they stood restive.
“Hoo, Ten-foot,” hailed Scroggs, handing
him the jug.
Jed grinned up at the big man. Matisse
reached out a great hand and tussled the
boy’s hair with his long stout fingers.
“Glad you’re along, boy. Keep an eye on
Scroggs and let me know if he mistreats my
hosses.” He sent a meaningful glance at
Scroggs. Then he took a deep thirsty
swallow, handed the jug back, and headed
through the woods toward the teamster’s
camp.
Leading the horses, the night sprinklers
walked down a long snow-covered road to
the frozen stream below. Jed pulled his
stocking cap down snugly and watched as
two o f the men raised their picks and began
chopping through the thick Wisconsin ice.
Scroggs hitched three of Matisse’s blacks to
the huge wooden reservoir ponderously
perched on a set o f two-sleds, then hooked
the pulley rope to the harness o f the fourth.
As Jed looked on, the man backed the black,
lowering the barrel. Gulping, it sank to the
bottom. The black pulled, hauling the barrel
from the water, bumping up the side o f the
sprinkler. The man climbed topside and
upended the barrel into the reservoir,
sloshing its cold water everywhere. Ten
hauls and the sprinkler was full.
The men, and the by-now shivering boy,
climbed onto the ice-encrusted sprinkler and
rode slowly up the hill. One o f the men
swung his pick-axe down, knocking loose
the pegs above each runner. Jed looked
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down at the water gushing out in twin
sprays, washing down the snowy tracks o f
the two-sled, freezing as they went.
Approaching the hilltop he saw a trail o f
star-lit silver curving down to the stream a
half m ile below. He began to long for fire
and bunk. At the top of the hill he leaped off
the sprinkler and headed into the bordering
woods.
A s he came out on the further side, he
scanned the sky. Suddenly a great shadow
rose up, starting his heart, blotting out the
stars. The ground shook. Jed flung him self
down. When he looked up he saw a
tremendous axe-man playing with his tool.
Hefting a tree in one colossal arm, the giant
tossed it among the planets. Down past Jed’s
head roared a wall of honed steel. It flashed
upwards to cleave the far-flung spruce in
two. For long moments the giant dallied,
demonstrating all the logger’s skill with the
broad-axe. Then he passed northwards over
the foaming, quaking hills.
W hen he was gone Jed sat up. He
scrambled to his feet and ran off among the
trees to camp.
Home from a futile search for his nephew,
Ave lay staring at the flickering firelight
through the grating on the stove. His
stomach churned heedlessly. He felt
shooting pain in his back. His thoughts
jumped from Julia’s deathbed to Jed and
back again.
H as the old lady come?
The door crashed open. “Big Ave! Who
walks taller’n white pine?” Jed gasped,
tumbling breathless into the shanty.
Ave leaned forward on his elbow trying
to grasp his nephew’s words. Relief
overcame him: He fell back, closed his eyes
and said, “I give up, who?”
They spent the next morning together. Jed
took him to see the beaver lodge. Visible
only as vague mounds, the once thriving
workshop community seemed to sleep under

the snow.
“You sure like those deuced beavers,”
remarked the man as they stood by the pond.
“They’re like little loggers only they
don’t cuss.”
Ave laughed.
“Big A v e . . . ? I’m glad you brought me
to the woods with you.”
“So’m I Jed.”
The two were silent. A branch creaked
somewhere high in the trees. The sound was
muffled by the snow layer.
“It doesn’t bother me as much . . . that
Mother’s dead.”
Ave’s retort was guarded, shy. “No?”
“Yeah. I know I’m gonna see her again.”
He smiled some.
Ave swallowed. “That’s good.” The
words sounded silly and numb in his own
ears. But Jed didn’t notice. He smiled
again.
In spring the riverhogs came up from the
saloons and brothels o f Eau Clair and
Chippewa Falls. Out on the river they
worked in red shirts and kersey trousers,
with pike poles and peavys, breaking out the
railways. Up and down the stream m en were
tending logs away from the gravel bars and
tangles bordering the river. The stream was
thick with tree trunks, and the men loosed
more each m om ent
Jed was among them on his first walk.
Slaughter stood on the bank with Matisse,
watching.
Suddenly he started and glanced back
across the river. On the opposite bank stood
the little woman he felt he could hold o ff no
longer. She looked not at Slaughter but at
Jedidiah.
Slaughter’s ulcer fired. He leaped onto
the logs, bobbing, weaving his way across
the moving lumber. But the woman had
disappeared. He scoured the banks but
found no trace o f her. Dismayed, he turned
back.
“Phantoms again?” Matisse watched
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Slaughter’s eyes as he hove ashore.
Ave darted him a look. Could this man
believe? Frowning he turned and watched
Jed.
“My sister Julia died in a Chicago
hospital last spring. . . the sugar disease. I
was told Jedidiah might develop the
symptoms—thirst, lost weight, too many trips
to the privy. The doctor said he might even
pass out and die—if he’s got it.”
Slaughter glanced back at Ten-foot then
averted his gaze. He reached automatically
for a chew, grabbing three fingers’ full,
pressing it between his gum and cheek.
Matisse watched the man’s jaw rotate. He
shifted his prodigious weight, stroked his
curly beard and said nothing.
“Oh hell,” barked Slaughter. “A bright,
young—ageless—somebody stood by Julia’s
bed. She gave me the feeling o f being
straight and firm as a tree.” His voice
thickened. “She said to me, ‘I’ll send for her
son within the year.’ Then she disappeared.
And Julia was dead.”
Matisse grunted, still stroking his great
black beard. “You’ve seen her again, I
suppose?”
“Last summer—the first time—in Eau
Clair. Came to my door like flesh and blood,
a little old woman this time. Maybe they
aren’t the same. . . but they are—angels o f
death . . . Death .. “ His voice dwindled
away, his gaze at a distance. “Somehow I
put her off. She came again to the woods
late last fall.”
“You saw her across the river today.”
Slaughter nodded grimly. “It’s been
almost a year since Julia died.”
Neither spoke for a time.
Out on the river nothing moved. The
boss stared at the jammed stream. “The
dickens! We barely started and already we
got a plug.”
With explosives in saddlebags slung over
his shoulders, Slaughter reached the head of
the log jam two miles downstream. There
was a bottleneck o f three boulders concealed

beneath the gorge o f logs. Fourteen red
shirted riverhogs worked along the perimeter
of the jam , pulling, prying, lifting with their
pike poles and iron hooked peavys.
Slaughter cleared them off the stream
and positioned dynamite canisters, arranging
the fiising back over the logs halfway to
shore. He called for the all-clear, lit the
fuses, then scrambled for the bank.
Suddenly far across the stream a riverhog
hollered, waving his arms. Slaughter looked
back and, seeing Jed still on the logs, jumped
onto the jam, leaping from log to log
upstream.
The charge exploded, casting an echoing
boom down past the Chippewa Great trunks
catapulted into the air. The jam began to
move. Water spouted up as timber fell. The
pile relaxed, melting apart as the front logs
shot downstream. The melt moved back
upstream in a wave, quickly reaching
Jedidiah where he walked the logs. He saw
it coming and clambered toward shore. A
free log whirled beneath his feet. He
slipped. The log behind slammed forward
crushing his calf and foot. Wriggling, he
toppled and lost consciousness. A hand
reached down, grabbing Jed out of the
violent water. Ave Slaughter hoisted his
nephew into his arms. Cleaving to a sailing
log with his spikes, he turned to choose a
path to shore.
The room in Eau Clair was quiet, but
unconscious Jed still heard the river pealing
through the sluice-gates of his mind.
“No, I’ve not come for the boy. I took
him on the river. He’s already mine.”
Slaughter talked with the old lady not far
from Jedidiah’s bed. He looked over at the
boy then back at her, demanding, “Is he
gonna die?”
“You all die,” she said, leaning on her
cane. “Yet I am not death, but loss.”
He stared at her wattled features and she
looked back. Then slowly Slaughter began
to see: He was the something for which
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she’d been willing to wait. The slow-coming
for Jedidiah with its fear, enmeshing nights,
and petulant gu t The awful pressure o f
fearing the loss o f Jed.
His shoulders slumped and he turned
away.
In the quiet, the floor creaked and he
looked over at her. Her crooked back was
turned; he knew she would vanish. But she
glanced back over her shoulder. On her face
a fierce light burned, purging her features
like sunlight in the trees. For an instant she
was strikingly transfigured and straight.
Then she was gone.
Slaughter put his face to the wall, leaned
into the crook o f his arm and wept.
Jed was a hewer with splendid vigor; he
swung his axe with pithy might. Around the
woods sun rays dashed to earth, and youth’s

glad shout rang in the rhythmic swoop o f his
strokes. It resounded in the logging area up
the banks of the Flambeau River.
He left off whacking at the red pine long
enough to take a swig from the canteen his
uncle handed him.
“Water’s good and cold,” he said. He
equalized a stance between his real leg and
the wooden one, and began throwing in his
blade again.
Together the two men, one old, one
young, watched the tree fall.
“You know,” said Jed, looking about
them at the woodland bristling with thin tall
trunks. “It seems like a long time since
white pine was great in the woods.
Remember how big around those trunks
were?~how tall they stood?”
Ave smiled slightly and nodded. He
remembered.

A VISION O F DEATH
by David Sparenberg

a raven
black as midnight
on a weatherworn
dark fencepost
the raven’s eye
the morning sun
painting red
the raven’s dark head
how much

truth of otherness
startling or fatal
intersects

golgotha
of a pole between
struts and barbs

the raven catches
blood
o f the streaming sun
across
outstretched
soul-arms

shadow
of black night
changes
to this scream of fire:
a raven
in red flight

The Mythic Circle #28, pg. 19

